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The Voice of Sarum an:
W iz a r d s  a n d  R h e to r ic  
in The Two Towers
J a y  R u u d
T o lk ie n  c o n s id e re d  h im s e lf  f i r s t  a n d  fo r e m o s t  a ph ilo log ist in the 
p rim a ry  sense of th e  term , a lover of w o rd s  or a lingu ist. H e  o ften  sa id  th a t 
h is  chief im p e tu s  for crea ting  M id d le -ea rth  w as to  p ro v id e  a context for h is 
in v en ted  E lvish  languages, Q uenya  a n d  S indarin . T hus language  w as h is  deepest 
in terest, a n d  in  th is s tu d y  I w an t to  focus on  T o lk ien 's  u se  of lan g u ag e  in  The Two 
Towers, specifically  in  th e  d iscourse  of th e  tw o  W izards, G andalf an d  Sarum an. 
T olkien  is very  careful to  d ifferen tia te  th e  rheto rica l choices of th e  characters in 
The Lord o f the Rings [LotR], so that, p a rticu la rly  in  th e  case of G andalf and  
Sarum an , rhe to ric  is character.1
T om  S h ippey  is th e  o n ly  scholar I h av e  com e across w ho  h as 
com m en ted  on  th e  lan g u ag e  of e ither of these  characters,2 n o tin g  th a t S a ru m an 's
1 Tolkien was familiar w ith classical rhetoric and dialectic through both formal and 
informal study. He entered Exeter College in  the fall of 1911 to read classics, and would 
have studied Cicero a well as Demosthenes in preparation for his "Honour Moderations" — 
his first exam—February 1913 (Scull and Hammond I.28). On that exam, he was asked to 
translate, among other things, passages from Demosthenes and Cicero's Orations (Scull and 
Hammond I.37). When he switched to reading English and specialized in  medieval 
studies, he would have become familiar w ith the texts of the trivium — the study of 
grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic that formed the curriculum of medieval universities.
But on a less formal level, Tolkien was interested in  dialectic from an early age. He was 
an active member of the Debating Society at King Edward's School as a teenager 
(Carpenter, Tolkien 48), and at Oxford he immediately joined the Stapledon Society, Exeter 
College's debating organization. Further, one of the functions of the Apolausticks, the 
social club he organized in  late 1911, was debate (Carpenter, Tolkien 53). Whether Tolkien 
applied his knowledge of classical rhetoric in  his debating societies is unknown, but seems 
plausible.
2 Nor have there been many articles that deal w ith Tolkien's use of rhetoric in The Lord of the 
Rings. Michael D.C. Drout has discussed the aesthetic effects of Tolkien's prose style, 
particularly in  The Two Towers, in  his article on "Tolkien's Prose Style." Drout does consider 
Tolkien's use of rhetoric in  the sense of persuasion in  his essay on "Beowulf. The Monsters 
and  the Critics," discussing the changes Tolkien made in revising his original lecture to be 
published in print form, and makes a good case for Tolkien's careful consideration of tone
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he would have thought of his Wizards as capable of making the same conscious decisions 
regarding their language.
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u se  of rhe to ric  as G an d alf rep o rts  h is  speech  in  "T he C ouncil of E lrond" is 
sim ilar to  th a t of a m o d e rn  po litician . A s S h ip p e y  a sse rts , S a ru m a n  u se s  th e  
m o s t m o d e rn -s o u n d in g  la n g u a g e , a n d  c o n s ta n tly  e q u iv o c a te s , sh if tin g  fro m  
o n e  v ie w  to  a n o th e r  as h e  tr ie s  to  p e r s u a d e  G a n d a lf  to  jo in  h im , u lt im a te ly  
re s o r tin g  to  a b s tra c tio n s  th a t  m a k e  it  d if f icu lt to  p in  d o w n  w h a t h e  m ean s . 
"H is  m e ssa g e ,"  S h ip p e y  a rg u e s , " is  in  a n y  case o n e  of c o m p ro m ise  a n d  
ca lc u la tio n "  (J.R.R. Tolkien 75), a n d  S h ip p e y  q u o te s  th e  fo llo w in g  e x a m p le  of 
th e  vo ice  o f S a ru m an :
"W e can b ide  o u r tim e, w e can  keep  o u t th o u g h ts  in  o u r hearts, 
d ep lo rin g  m aybe evils done  by  th e  w ay, b u t ap p ro v in g  the  h ig h  and  
u ltim a te  pu rpose: K now ledge, Rule, O rder; all th ings th a t w e have  so 
far striven  in  v a in  to  accom plish , h in d e re d  ra th e r th a n  h e lp ed  by our 
w eak  or id le  friends. T here n eed  n o t be, th e re  w o u ld  n o t be, any real 
change in  ou r design , on ly  in  o u r m eans."  (LotR  II.2.253)
T he w o rd  "rea l"  m a y  w ell be  th e  key  w o rd  in  th is passage, im p ly in g  as it does a 
v e ry  subjective an d  equivocal n o tio n  of "rea lity "  th a t seem s far rem o v ed  from  its 
a p p a re n t synonym , " tru th ."  S h ippey  sees in  th is  speech  "m an y  of th e  th in g s the 
m o d e rn  w o rld  h a s  le a rn t to d re a d  m ost: th e  d itch in g  of allies, the  su b o rd in a tio n  
of m ean s to  ends, th e  'conscious acceptance of g u ilt in  the  necessary  m u rd e r '"  
(The Road 119). T h is  is M a c h ia v e llia n  in  th e  w o rs t sen se  o f th e  w o rd , in  w h ic h  
th e  e n d  ju s tif ie s  th e  m e a n s , a n d  it  is so p h is try  in  th e  w a y  o n ly  a sk illed  
m o d e rn  p o li tic ia n  can  p e r fo rm  it, d is g u is in g  a w ro n g  cau se  in  fa ir  w o rd s . 
N o  w o n d e r  S h ip p e y  calls S a ru m a n  th e  " m o s t c o n te m p o ra ry  f ig u re  in  
M id d le -e a r th "  (see S h ip p ey , J.R .R. Tolkien 68-77).
I t  is c lea r th a t  T o lk ien  w a n te d  re a d e rs  to  focus o n  S a ru m a n 's  u se  of 
la n g u a g e , since  h e  e n ti tle s  th e  c h a p te r  in  w h ic h  S a ru m a n  f in a lly  a p p e a rs  
"T h e  V oice o f S a ru m a n ."  H e re , w h e n  th e  v ic to rio u s  fo rces of th e  W est 
f in a lly  c o n fro n t th e  b e a te n  S a ru m a n  in  h is  to w e r of O rth a n c , G a n d a lf  w a rn s  
h is  c o m p a n io n s  th a t  " S a ru m a n  h a s  p o w e rs  y o u  do  n o t  g u ess . B ew are  of h is  
vo ice!" (LotR  III.10.563). W hile  som e re a d e rs  h a v e  in te rp re te d  G a n d a lf 's  
w a rn in g  as an  in d ic a tio n  th a t  S a ru m a n  is c ap ab le  of c a s t in g  a v e rb a l spe ll 
th a t  m ig h t h y p n o tiz e  h is  lis te n e rs  a n d  so m o v e  th e m  th ro u g h  s u p e rn a tu ra l  
p o w e rs , T o lk ien  v e ry  c lea rly  re je c ted  th a t  v iew . In  a 1958 le tte r  to  F o rre s t J. 
A c k e rm a n  co n c e rn in g  a p ro p o s e d  film  tr e a tm e n t o f The Lord o f the R ings, 
T o lk ien  a sse rted :
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Sarum an's voice w as no t hypnotic bu t persuasive. Those w ho listened to 
h im  w ere not in  danger of falling into a trance, bu t of agreeing w ith  his 
argum ents, w hile fully awake. It w as always open to  one to reject, by free 
will and reason, bo th  his voice w hile speaking and its after-impressions. 
Sarum an corrup ted  the reasoning pow ers. (Letters 276-277, italics in 
original)
It seem s, then , th a t it is S a ru m an 's  rhetoric , ra th e r th an  any  m ag ical pow ers, th a t 
m ak es h im  so dangerous.
T his is n o t to  say  th a t the  W izards of M id d le -ea rth  are  n o t p o w erfu l in  
o th er w ays. G andalf, of course, is th e  o n ly  one of th e  F ellow ship  of th e  R ing  w ho  
can challenge th e  B alrog in  M oria, a n d  h e  s tan d s  alone aga in s t th e  W itch -k ing  of 
A ngbar, L o rd  of th e  N azgu l, w h en  all o th e r d efen d ers  ru n  in  fear a t the  gates of 
M inas T irith . A s for S arum an, h e  w as able to o verpow er an d  im p riso n  G andalf 
h im self. F u rther, h e  h a s  crea ted  h is  ow n  race of beings, th e  U ruk -ha i, by  b reed in g  
m en  w ith  O rcs, an d  h a s  striven  w ith  S auron  h im se lf th ro u g h  th e  seeing-stone, 
th e  palantir— a practice  th a t u ltim a te ly  seem s to  h av e  led  to h is  co rrup tion . In  
effect, b o th  G an d alf a n d  S arum an  are  exam ples of the  a rchetypal "w ise  o ld  m an" 
figure, like M erlin  in  th e  A rth u rian  legend .3 F rank  P. R iga h a s  d iscussed  h o w  
T olkien  u se d  an d  tran sfo rm ed  th e  M erlin  leg en d  in  h is  ch aracteriza tion  of 
G andalf, n o tin g  h o w  M erlin  w as, trad itionally , an  am b iguous figu re  w hose 
p o w er cou ld  be  u se d  for go o d  or for evil. Tolkien, how ever, sp lits the  trad itio n a l 
ro les of M erlin  be tw een  G an d alf an d  S arum an, w h o  com es to rep re sen t " the  
d a rk e r aspect of th e  M erlin  trad itio n "  (Riga, "G an d a lf an d  M erlin" 34).
In  T o lk ien 's  w orld , how ever, even  from  th e  beg inn ing , th e  W izards 
w ere  in ten d ed  to  h e lp  th e  free peop les of M id d le -ea rth  to  res is t the  D ark  L ord  
th ro u g h  th e ir o w n  devices, ra th e r th an  to d o m in a te  them . To give th em  their 
p ro p e r nam e, G an d alf an d  S arum an  are  Istari, w h ich  is to say  angelic be ings 
(M aiar— th e  sam e ran k  of be in g  as S auron  h im self). T hey  w ere  sen t in to  M idd le -
3 Aside from Merlin, another "Wise Old Man" figure that Tolkien clearly drew from in his 
depictions of both Gandalf and Saruman was Odin, the chief Norse god who wandered the 
earth as an old m an w ith a cloak and wide-brimmed hat. Marjorie Burns has explored the 
influence of Odin on Tolkien's depiction of both Gandalf and Saruman (as well as Sauron 
and Manwe, the chief of the god-like Valar), and finds that, as w ith Merlin, Gandalf and 
Saruman display, respectively, many of the positive and negative aspects of the Norse god. 
Burns refers to one of Tolkien's notes from Unfinished Tales in which he seems to have 
toyed w ith the idea of making Gandalf the manifestation of Manwe, and Burns asserts that 
"Whatever else he is, Gandalf is a representative of Manwe; and when he travels through 
the world at Manwe's behest, dressed as Odin does, this reflects on Manwe as well" (229). 
This close connection w ith the chief Norse god—and w ith the chief angelic guardian of 
Middle-earth—strengthens G andalf s connection w ith the realm of the supernaturally 
divine, and strengthens his role as a Christ figure discussed below.
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ea rth  b y  th e  Valar, th e  g u a rd ian  beings, to deal specifically  w ith  th e  g ro w in g  
p o w er of S auron  (Tolkien, Letters 202). In  a d ra f t of a le tte r to th e  Jesu it R obert 
M u rra y  in  1954, T olkien  w ro te  th a t
At this point in  the fabulous history the pu rpose w as precisely to  lim it and 
hinder their [i.e., the Istari's] exhibition of "pow er" on the physical plane, 
and  so tha t they should do w hat they w ere prim arily  sent for: train, 
advise, instruct, arouse the hearts and m inds of those th reatened by 
Sauron to  a resistance w ith  their ow n strengths; and no t just to do the job 
for them . (Letters 202)
T h u s b o th  G an d alf a n d  S aru m an  are  req u ired  to  develop  th e ir skills of 
p ersuasion , b y  w h ich  m ean s th ey  m u s t seek to  convince th e  various folk of 
M id d le -ea rth  th a t th ey  are  b e tte r off res is tin g  th e  p o w er of th e  D ark  L o rd  th an  
su b m ittin g  to  h is  sovereignty .
A  key  figu re  in  th e  final strugg le  aga in s t S auron  is T heoden , K ing  of the 
M ark  of R ohan, w h o m  S aru m an  h as so u g h t to  n eu tra lize  th ro u g h  th e  tw is ted  
counsels of h is  spy, G rim a, k n o w n  as W orm tongue . In  effect, T heoden  becom es 
th e  figu re  over w h o m  S aru m an  an d  G andalf w age a rheto rica l battle , the 
ou tcom e of w h ich  w ill decide the  fate of G ondor, R ohan, a n d  all the  peop les of 
th e  W est. A n  exam ination  of the  rheto rica l stra teg ies of th e  tw o  W iza rd s in  th is 
contest m a y  go fa r in  revealing  th e  character of each.
In  h is  ap p ea l to  T heoden  from  h is  tow er of O rthanc , S arum an  u ses  the 
tools of rhe to ric  (pathos, ethos, an d  logos) as A risto tle  h a d  e n u m era ted  them , 
th o u g h  in  w ays th a t A risto tle  w o u ld  no t h av e  recom m ended . T here  is, first, the  
u se  of pathos, as S aru m an  ap p ea ls  to  the  em otions of th e  K ing, b u t th e  ap p ea l is 
fallacious in  th a t its in ten t is to  w in  th e  K ing  b y  flattery: "[Y]ou, T heoden , L ord  
of th e  M ark  of R ohan, are  dec la red  b y  y o u r noble devices, a n d  still m ore  b y  the 
fair coun tenance  of th e  H ouse  of Eorl" (LotR  III.10.564). S arum an  follow s w ith  an 
ad misericordiam  a rg u m en t4—an  ap p ea l to  p ity , w h en  h e  lam en ts " th e  in juries th a t 
h av e  been  done to  m e, in  w h ich  th e  m en  of R ohan, alas! h ave  h a d  som e p a rt"
4 I use the conventional Latin terms for logical fallacies in  m y text, rather than terms from 
Artistotle's Greek lexicon, since these are most commonly used today. Aristotelian logic 
had been preserved for Latin scholars through the translations of Boethius in the late fifth 
and early sixth centuries, and it was Boethius created a Latin terminology for the 
discussion of logic. Aristotle's chief work on logical fallacies was De Sophisticis Elenchis, 
which was made available to scholastic philosophers in  Paris and Oxford in  the Latin west 
through the intermediary of Arabic translations and commentaries in  the 12th century. 
These medieval logicians began the expansion and refinement of Aristotle's list of informal 
fallacies that has continued into modern times. For a brief history of medieval philosophy, 
including logic, see, for example, John Marenbon's Medieval Philosophy: An Historical and 
Philosophical Introduction.
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(III.10.565). A side  from  so u n d in g  a good  deal like the  fellow  w h o  m u rd e re d  bo th  
h is  p a ren ts  an d  th en  ap p ea led  for clem ency on  th e  g ro u n d s  th a t h e  w as an 
o rp h an , th is  appea l is, like th e  earlie r flattery, an o th e r fallacy of relevance. 
F inally , S aru m an  ap p ea ls  to  T h eo d en 's  fear an d  self in terest: "still I w o u ld  save 
you, an d  deliver you  from  th e  ru in  th a t d raw s  n igh  inev itab ly , if you  rid e  u p o n  
th is ro ad  w h ich  you  h ave  taken . In d e e d  I alone can a id  you  n o w " (III.10.565). The 
w o rd s  p re sen t a false d ilem m a: th e  Free Peoples m u s t e ither su b m it to  S a ru m an 's  
au th o rity  o r be  en slav ed  b y  Sauron. T his is S a ru m an 's  th ird  fallacy.
T he e n d in g  of th a t las t appea l suggests, as w ell, S a ru m an 's  u se  of ethos, 
th e  second  of A ris to tle 's  tools of rhetoric : th e  "e th ical p roof" b y  w hich  a speaker 
seeks to  estab lish  h is  o w n  m o ra l au tho rity . "W ill you  h av e  peace w ith  m e, an d  all 
th e  a id  th a t m y  know ledge, fo u n d ed  in  long  years, can bring?" S aru m an  asks. 
"Shall w e m ak e  o u r counsels to g e th e r aga in s t evil days, an d  rep a ir  o u r in juries 
w ith  such  good  w ill th a t o u r esta tes shall bo th  com e to  fa irer flow er th an  ever 
before?" (III.10.565). It is d ifficult for S aru m an  to  claim  an y  m o ra l a u th o rity  w h en  
h e  h as u se d  those  long  years of kn o w led g e  to  forge n ew  too ls of w arfare , an d  
w h en  h e  h a s  h im se lf in flic ted  th e  in ju ries th a t n eed  repairing . S a ru m an 's  ethical 
p ro o f is logically  un susta inab le .
Yet m a n y  of T h eo d en 's  g a th e red  su p p o rte rs  are m o v ed  b y  th e  W iza rd 's  
cajoling rhetoric : "T he R iders s tirred  a t first, m u rm u rin g  w ith  ap p ro v a l of th e  
w o rd s  of Sarum an ; an d  th en  th ey  too w ere  silent, as m en  spell-bound . It seem ed 
to  th em  th a t G an d alf h a d  n ev er spoken  so fair a n d  fitting ly  to  th e ir lo rd"
(III.10.565). B ut th e  d w arf G im li an d  the  K ing 's  n e p h e w  E om er see th ro u g h  the 
m en d ac ity , an d  are  m o v e d  to  speak  o u t aga in s t Sarum an.
R esp o n d in g  to  E om er's  charge th a t h e  deals in  treach ery  a n d  m u rd e r, 
S aru m an  n o w  relies on  logos, th a t is, reason, A ris to tle 's  th ird  reco m m en d ed  tool 
of rhetoric , as h e  speaks in  h is  ow n  defense:
But m y lord of Rohan, am  I to  be called a m urderer, because valiant m en  
have fallen in  battle? If you  go to  war, needlessly, for I d id  no t desire it, 
then  m en w ill be slain. But if I am  a m urderer on tha t account, then  all the 
H ouse of Eorl is stained w ith  m urder; for they have fought m any wars, 
and  assailed m any w ho defied them . Yet w ith  some they have afterw ards 
m ade peace, none the w orse for being politic. I say, Theoden King: shall 
w e have peace and friendship, you and I? It is ours to  com m and.
(III.10.566)
To su m m arize  S a ru m an 's  construction  of E om er's  charge briefly  in  th e  fo rm  of a 
ded u c tiv e  a rgum en t, h e  p resen ts  h is version  of E om er's  accusations thus:
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A ll those who cause the deaths o f men through war are gu ilty  o f murder.
Saruman has caused the deaths o f valiant men by making war.
Therefore, Saruman is gu ilty  o f murder.
B ut S aru m an  h a s  m iss ta ted  E om er's  m ajo r prem ise: E om er h im se lf h a s  w aged  
w a r an d  doub tlessly  caused  th e  d ea th s of m en  as w ell as orcs in  the  recen tly - 
concluded  b a ttle  a t H e lm 's  D eep, b u t seem s n o t to  v iew  h im self as a m u rd ere r. 
H e  is n o t likely  to  h av e  sa id  "a ll w h o  m ak e  w ar are m u rd e re rs ,"  an d  m ost 
re ad e rs  are  likely  to  d is tin g u ish  be tw een  offensive an d  defensive w a rs —a 
d is tinc tion  th a t S a ru m an 's  fo rm u la tion  b lurs. In  h is  co u n te r-a rg u m en t, S arum an  
a ttacks first th e  m in o r prem ise: it is tru e  th a t w a r h as caused  th e  d ea th s  of va lian t 
m en , b u t the  w a r w as n o t S a ru m an 's  do ing . S arum an  w an ted  n o  w a r a t all. In  a 
sense th is is p ro b ab ly  t r u e —S aru m an  w an ted  n o  w ar because  h e  p re fe rred  to 
keep  T heoden  im p o ten t th ro u g h  G r rn a 's  false counsel. B ut su re ly  in  the  context 
it is an  equ ivocation . S aru m an  th en  slips in  h is  o w n  m in o r prem ise: T heoden , or 
T h eo d en 's  evil co u n se lo rs—th a t is, G an d a lf (w hom  h e  says h e  know s "too  w ell 
to  h ave  m u ch  h o p e  th a t h e  seeks h e lp  o r counsel here"  [III.10.564]) an d  E om er 
(w ho h e  calls a "y o u n g  se rpen t"  [566])—h av e  caused  th e  d ea th s  of these  valian t 
m en  b y  en tic ing  the  K ing on  to  w ar. S aru m an  n ev er sta tes it, b u t th e  im plication  
is th a t G andalf, Eom er, a n d  T heoden  h im se lf are th e  m u rd e re rs , if th e  o rig inal 
sy llogism  ho lds. B ut those  th ree, a n d  the  read e r h im self, m u s t recogn ize  th a t the 
p ro b lem  w ith  th e  a rg u m en t is n o t w ith  the m in o r p rem ise, on  w h ich  S arum an  
concentrates, b u t w ith  th e  m ajor: a defensive w ar is n o t th e  eq u iva len t of m u rd e r. 
A n d  T heoden  is n o t fooled.
H o w ev er hav ing , h e  feels, dem o lished  E om er's  charge, S arum an  m oves 
on  to  fo rm  a n ew  a rg u m en t from  h is  new ly  crea ted  thesis:
Some o f those on whom the Rohirrim have made war have become useful 
allies in peace.
Saruman is someone on whom the Rohirrim have made war.
Therefore, Saruman will become a useful ally i f  the Rohirrim make peace with  
him.
T he so p h istry  of th is a rg u m en t is a p p a re n t in  th e  conclusion, fo r as S arum an  
sta tes in th e  m ajor p rem ise, on ly  som e alliances w ith  fo rm er enem ies h ave  been  
beneficial. H is  a rg u m en t illu s tra tes  w h a t logicians call th e  fallacy of "illicit 
process": if a te rm  is "d is tr ib u ted "  (tha t is, a p p ly in g  u n iversa lly  to  all m em bers 
of a class) in  th e  conclusion  of a syllogism , th en  it m u s t be  d is tr ib u ted  in  the 
p rem ises. H ere, S arum an  h a s  sa id  th a t o n ly  some of th e  R o h irr im 's  fo rm er 
enem ies h ave  becom e fa ith fu l allies. I t canno t be s ta ted  th a t th e  R oh irrim  can 
benefit b y  m ak in g  peace w ith  everyone th ey  h ave  m ad e  w ar on. T here m a y  be  any
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n u m b e r of reasons w h y  it w o u ld  n o t be beneficial for R ohan  to  m ak e  peace w ith  
certa in  enem ies, an d  Sarum an , w hose  self in te rest a n d  desire  for dom inance  
canno t be  in  R o h an 's  in terests, is m o s t certa in ly  one of these  k in d s  of enem ies. 
T h u s in  th is case, S a ru m an 's  ded u c tio n  is invalid , w hereas in  th e  earlier 
a rg u m en t it w as the  u n su b s tan tia ted  genera liza tion  in  h is  m ajo r p rem ise  th a t 
m a d e  h is  a rg u m en t false.
T heoden  finally  rejects S a ru m an 's  offer of peace. E xperience h as 
en ab led  h im  to see th ro u g h  the  fla tte ry  an d  to  recogn ize  th a t S a ru m an 's  "peace" 
m ean s  h is d esire  to " ru le  m e an d  m in e  for y o u r o w n  p ro fit"  (III .10.566). S m arting  
from  T h eo d en 's  rebuke, S aru m an  tu rn s  h is  a tten tions to  G andalf, to  w h o m  he 
ap p ea ls  on  th e  basis of th e ir k in sh ip  a n d  o ld  alliance as w ell as th e ir sh a red  goal 
of h ea lin g  th e  w o r ld —an o th e r u n co nv inc ing  u se  of ethos— and  on  th e  basis the ir 
sh a red  su p erio rity  to  m en  like th e  R iders of R ohan  — an o th e r u se  of pathos in  the 
fo rm  of flattery , coup led  w ith  an  ad hominem  a rg u m en t aga in s t the  R oh irrim  an d  
th e ir allies:
Are w e no t both  m em bers of a h igh and  ancient order, m ost excellent in 
M iddle-earth? O ur friendship w ou ld  profit us both  alike. M uch w e could 
still accom plish together, to heal the disorders of the w orld. Let us 
understand  one another, and  dism iss from  thought these lesser folk! Let 
them  w ait on our decisions! For the com m on good I am  w illing to  redress 
the past, and  to  receive you. (III.10.567)
In  effect, th e  a rg u m en t ru n s  thus:
The common good is best served when the wisest make the decisions.
You and I are the wisest.
Therefore, the common good is best served when you and I join to make the 
decisions.
C alling  on  th e ir com m on h e ritag e  as Istari, S aru m an  is th is  tim e abso lu te ly  
correct in  h is  m in o r prem ise: h e  an d  G an d alf a re  Maiar, h eav en ly  b e ings w hose 
w isd o m  an d  p o w er are  g rea te r th a n  any  in  M id d le -ea rth  save S auron  him self, 
an d  th ey  h ave  been  sen t in to  M id d le -ea rth  specifically  to  w ork  for th e  com m on 
go o d  in fo m en ting  resistance  to Sauron. H is  m ajo r p rem ise, how ever, is 
com pletely  w ro n g  in  te rm s of th e ir avow ed  objectives. T he p rescribed  m e th o d  of 
op e ra tio n s for th e  Istari w as specifically  to  w o rk  w ith  those  S arum an  calls the 
" lesser folk," n o t to  force th em  to obey  th e ir d irectives. O nce again, th e  so p h ist is 
a t w ork  in  S a ru m an 's  a rgum en ts , an d  G an d alf d ism isses h is  req u es t w ith  no  
sm all irony , rem em b erin g  h is o w n  im p riso n m en t a t S a ru m an 's  h a n d s  a t th e ir last 
m eeting .
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By contrast, G an d a lf n ev e r u ses rheto rica l a rgum en ts , a t least n o t in  the 
sense th a t S aru m an  does. H is  speeches te n d  to be h o rta to ry  ra th e r th an  
persuasive . H e  im p arts  in fo rm ation  a n d  th en  d em an d s  action  b a sed  on 
conclusions h e  considers self-evident. If h e  relies on  trad itio n a l rhe to ric  a t all, it is 
on  th e  colors of rhe to ric  th a t T olkien w o u ld  h ave  been  fam iliar w ith  th ro u g h  
m ed ieva l trea tises like G eoffrey of V insau f's  Poetria nova (ca. 1210), a tex t based  
on  th e  classical first cen tu ry  L atin  A d  Herennium, a ttr ib u ted  to  C icero an d  the 
chief rhe to rica l textbook u se d  in  m ed ieva l schools. G eoffrey 's  tex t d ea lt w ith  
m a tte rs  of sty le ra th e r th a n  p ersu as io n  (see especially  G eoffrey 72-80). T hus 
w h en  G andalf exhorts T heoden  to  act, h e  firs t m u s t ro u se  the  k in g  o u t of the 
d esp a ir in to  w h ich  h e  h a s  sunk: "G o n d o r a n d  R ohan  do  n o t s tan d  alone. The 
en em y  is stro n g  b ey o n d  o u r reckoning , y e t w e h ave  a h o p e  a t w h ich  h e  h as n o t 
g u essed "  (III.6.505), h e  tells the K ing in  co n trasting  clauses, u s in g  the  figure th a t 
classical a n d  m ed ieva l rhe to ric ian s called  contentio. "D oom  h an g s  still on  a 
th read . Yet h o p e  th ere  is still, if w e can b u t s tan d  u n co n q u e red  for a little w h ile" 
(III.6.505). T here  is som e ap p ea l to  em otion  here , w ith  th e  exho rta tion  th a t as 
long  as th ere  is h o p e  th ey  m u s t fight. B ut th ere  are  also translatio—th e  m e tap h o r 
of h o p e  h a n g in g  on  a th read , an d  transgressio—the  tran sp o sitio n  of w o rd s  o u t of 
th e ir n o rm al o rder, in G an d alf 's  "h o p e  th e re  is still": tw o  exam ples of m ed ieval 
ornatus difficilis, th e  "d ifficu lt"  o rn am en ts  of style. W hen  T heoden  asks G andalf 
w h a t h is counsel is, th e  W iza rd  answ ers:
To put your trust in  Eomer, rather than in  a m an of crooked mind. To cast 
aside regret and fear. To do the deed at hand. Every m an that can ride should 
be sent west at once, as Eomer counseled you: we must first destroy the threat 
of Saruman, while we have time. If we fail, we fall. If we succeed—then we will 
face the next task. Meanwhile your people that are left, the women and the 
children and the old, should fly to the refuges that you have in  the mountains.
Were they not prepared against just such an evil day as this? (III.6.507)
H ere  G andalf s ta rts  w ith  repe titive  p ara lle l c lauses beg in n in g  w ith  infinitives, an 
exam ple  of isocolon, w h ich  also seem s to  be  auxesis, th e  a rran g em en t of sentences 
in  a clim actic o rder. H e  th en  u tilizes adnominatio, a figure th a t p lays on  the 
so u n d  an d  m ean in g  of w o rd s  b y  a sligh t change in  th e  spelling , w h en  h e  asserts 
"If w e fail, w e fall." L ater h e  inc ludes an  interrogatio o r rhe to rica l question  ("W ere 
th ey  n o t p re p a re d  aga in s t such  an evil d a y  as th is?"). T hus to  say  th a t G andalf 
does n o t u se  an  a rg u m en ta tiv e  ap p ro ach  is n o t to  say  th a t h e  does n o t use 
rheto ric  in  th e  classical a n d  m ed ieval sense of the  te rm  as T olkien w o u ld  h ave  
u n d e rs to o d  it.
G an d a lf 's  a rt of p e rsu as io n  is b a sed  n o t on  logic or a rg u m en t, b u t on 
these  rheto rica l colors an d  on  conclusions d ra w n  from  assu m ed  sh a red  values 
th a t he  reg a rd s  as self-evident: Life is a strugg le  aga in s t the forces of darkness.
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A s long  as w e are alive, w e m u s t con tinue  the  s trugg le  even  w h en  th ings seem  
darkest. In  effect, these  values com e from  w h a t T olkien  th o u g h t of as the 
G erm an ic hero ic  c o d e —the  " th eo ry  of courage, w h ich  is th e  g rea t con tribu tion  of 
ea rly  N o rth e rn  lite ra tu re"  th a t in  th a t society m e a n t courage  in  a lo sing  cause. H e 
fo u n d  th is concept exp ressed  m o s t com pletely  in  th e  p o e try  of the A nglo-Saxons 
th a t h e  s tu d ied  an d  taugh t, an d  th a t h e  d iscussed  m ost fam ously  in  h is  lec tu re  on 
" Beowulf. T he M onste rs  a n d  the C ritics" (20). F u rth er, G andalf asserts  as self­
ev id en t th a t th e  lives of those  too  w eak  to  f igh t are  p rec ious —m ore  p rec ious th an  
tre a su re —a n d  m u s t be  p ro tec ted . T his is a m o ra l p recep t T olkien  w o u ld  h ave  
fo u n d  su p p o r t for in  th e  C hris tian  no tio n  of th e  Ju s t W ar, first p ro p o sed  b y  St. 
A ugustine  of H ippo , w ho  a rg u e d  th a t th e  C h u rc h —pacifist u p  u n til h is  d a y — 
h a d  an ob liga tion  to  p ro v id e  for the defense  of those  m em b ers of society  (the 
w eak , ch ild ren , in fan ts, invalids) u n ab le  to defen d  them selves.5 But th ere  is 
som eth ing  else in G an d a lf 's  w ay  of speaking : h e  does n o t a ttem p t to  p rove  h is 
p o in ts  because  h e  k n o w s they  are se lf-ev idently  tru e  (and  as re ad e rs  w e know  
th em  to  be  true). W e are  rem in d ed  of th e  reaction  of th e  crow ds to  Jesus 's  
Serm on on  th e  M o u n t in  M atth ew  7.28-29: " th e  crow ds w ere  asto n ish ed  a t h is 
teach ing , for h e  ta u g h t th em  as one w ho  h a d  au tho rity , an d  no t as th e ir scribes" 
(RSV).
G an d alf speaks w ith  th is  k in d  of au thority , th e  au th o rity  reserv ed  for a 
m essen g er of G od. A n d  th is is no accident, for th a t is p rec ise ly  w h a t G an d alf is 
in ten d ed  to  be in  The Lord o f the Rings. I d ep a rt m o m en ta rily  from  m y  discussion  
of G an d alf 's  lan g u ag e  to h is  ro le because  I believe th a t role is w h a t p ro m p ts  
T olkien  to  g ive G an d alf the  k in d s of speeches h e  does. For th ere  is no  question  
th a t G an d alf is n o t sim p ly  a d iv ine  m essenger b u t even  a C h ris t-figu re .6 H e  is,
5 In his essay "Working at the Crossroads: Tolkien, St. Augustine, and the Beowulf-poet," 
Matthew A. Fisher concludes that Tolkien was essentially an "Augustine-Catholic," 
accepting Augustine's notion of the necessity for grace in  a world where hum an beings 
fought a hopeless battle against sin in  a manner paralleling the "Northern theory of 
courage" that applied to lost causes. There is, says Fisher, a "clear affinity between 
Tolkien's thought and the theological tradition that originated w ith the Bishop of H ippo" 
(225). That tradition included Augustine's concept of the "just war," a theory that Thomas 
Aquinas later codified in  the Summa Theologica:
Hence it is said to those who are in authority (Ps. 81:4): "Rescue the poor: and 
deliver the needy out of the hand of the sinner"; and for this reason Augustine says 
(Contra Faust. xxii, 75): "The natural order conducive to peace among mortals 
demands that the power to declare and counsel war should be in the hands of those 
who hold the supreme authority." (ST 2.2, q. 40, art. 1)
6 Frank P. Riga notes that Merlin, one of the likely sources of Tolkien's conception of 
Gandalf, was an ambivalent figure in  Arthurian tradition, but that in at least one major text, 
Robert de Boron's early 13th-century Merlin, the mage is presented as "a Christ figure 
whose childhood parallels medieval legends about the childhood of Christ and whose aims
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are fully reconciled w ith Christian teleology" ("Merlin, Prospero, Saruman and Gandalf" 
198). Although Robert's heavy handed didacticism would have been quite distasteful to 
Tolkien, and although the precise parallels w ith Christ are quite different in  Robert's story, 
Tolkien certainly w ould have known of the text. A direct influence seems unlikely, but 
certainly the Merlin tradition, including Robert's contribution, was instrumental in 
developing the Gandalf character.
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after all, a su p e rn a tu ra l be in g  incarnate  in  h u m a n  form . In  b a ttle  w ith  th e  Balrog 
of M oria, w h e re  h e  sacrificed h im se lf for th e  sake of h is  com panions, h e  d ied  and  
w as resu rrec ted  as G andalf th e  W hite  R ider. H e  is tem p ted  w h en  F rodo  offers 
h im  th e  R ing, b u t resists  an d  rejects th a t ta lism an  of pow er. Is th ere  a c learer 
C hris t-figu re  an y w h ere  in  lite ra tu re?  Since S aru m an  is h im se lf a sim ilar 
incarna te  being, m ig h t w e v iew  h im  as w h a t a su p e rn a tu ra l be in g  m ig h t becom e 
w h o  fails to  res is t tem p ta tion?  C erta in ly  if G an d alf is a C h ris t figure, th e re  is a 
close re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  S a ru m an 's  m en d ac ity  an d  th e  devil, w ho  is called  the 
fa ther of lies.
T he d iv ine  aspects of G an d alf go even  fu rther. G an d a lf has su p e rn a tu ra l 
pow ers, d em o n s tra ted  in  h is  com m and  of the  g rea t steed  Shadow fax, in  h is 
fo rcing  W o rm to n g u e  to  g rovel like a w orm , an d  m ore  fu lly  in  h is  la ter ab ility  to 
com m and  an d  cow  S aru m an  a n d  b reak  h is staff. B ut h e  ca n n o t—or does n o t— 
m ak e  fire ra in  from  th e  sky  to  d estro y  th e  O rcs a t H e lm 's  deep . H is  g rea test 
s tren g th  is in  h is  ab ility  to  lead  an d  to  p e rsu ad e , as h e  does w ith  T heoden . T hus 
w h ile  G an d alf could u se  h is  po w ers  m ore  often  an d  m ore  convincing ly  to a id  the 
free peop les of M idd le -ea rth , h e  chooses n o t to  do  so. H a d  h e  chosen to  m an ifest 
h is  p o w er w ith o u t res tra in t, h is  re liance on  th a t p o w er m a y  h ave  sub tly  changed  
h is  w ill, u n til h e  could  e n d  u p  be liev ing  th a t h e  m u s t do  every th ing , an d  
d is tru s tin g  th e  peop le  h e  h as com e to save. In  th is w ay  h e  cou ld  becom e m ore  
like Sarum an , d e te rm in ed  th a t h is  allies are  w eak  an d  th a t h e  m u s t u se  h is 
p o w ers  to  sh ap e  th in g s to  h is  ow n  w ill, to  th e  w ay  th ey  sh o u ld  be. Indeed , from  
th is p o in t it is a v e ry  sm all step  to  desirin g  th e  R ing  for h im self. C erta in ly  
G an d a lf 's  p o w er is g re a t—as g rea t as any  in  M idd le -ea rth , w ith  the  possib le 
excep tion  of S auron  h im self. B ut G an d a lf chooses n o t to  u se  h is  p o w ers  except in  
th e  m ost d ire  of c ircum stances. T olkien  w o u ld  p ro b ab ly  h ave  seen G andalf as 
d isp lay in g  w h a t W illiam  of O ckham  a n d  o th er n o m in a lis t p h ilo so p h ers  of the 
M id d le  A ges w o u ld  h ave  called  h is  potentia ordinata as o p p o sed  to h is  potentia 
absoluta: th e  po w ers th a t h e  chose to  u se  on  th e  physica l w o rld  as o p p o sed  to  h is 
abso lu te  pow er. O f course, O ckham  ap p lied  such  te rm s to  G od.
B ut G an d alf is n o t G od, n o r is h e  a C h ris t fash ioned  exclusively  for 
M id d le -ea rth .7 T he o rthodox  C atho lic  T olkien  w o u ld  n o t h av e  crea ted  such  a
7 Verlyn Flieger has w ritten convincingly that "There is no Christ" in  Middle-earth: 
"Tolkien's m yth has a number of saviours," she writes, but "it has no one redeemer" (12). 
She goes on to discuss several figures in Tolkien's legendarium, including Earendil from
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The Silmarillion, Aragorn, Frodo, and of course Gandalf. While each of these figures is able to save 
some portion of Middle-earth from evil, they do so only temporarily, Flieger argues (13). While 
she seems mistaken when she says that Gandalf is "wholly supernatural” and "not a mortal 
man” (13)—Tolkien writes in his essay on "The Istari” that they came "clad in bodies as of Men, 
real and not feigned, but subject to the fears and pains and weariness of earth, able to hunger and 
thirst and be slain” ("The Istari” 406), and Gandalf and the other Istari can clearly experience 
death, as both Gandalf and Saruman do in The Lord of the Rings—Flieger is quite correct in 
asserting that Gandalf's "function within the story is not to save, but to arouse” (13). As I argue in 
my paper, Gandalf's task is not to save the Free Peoples by his own actions, but rather to 
convince them to save themselves through their own courage and virtue.
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character. "T he Incarna tion  of G od is an  infinitely g rea te r th in g  th an  an y th in g  I 
w o u ld  d are  to  w rite ,” h e  said  in  th e  d ra f t of a 1956 le tter to  New Republic ed ito r 
M ichael S tra igh t (Letters 237, italics in  o rig inal). G an d a lf canno t save souls; he  
can on ly  h e lp  th e  Free Peoples of M id d le -ea rth  figh t aga in s t evil in  h o p e  and  
faith . A n d  a lth o u g h  T heoden  th in k s th a t the  fo rest th a t m arches to  H e lm 's  D eep 
is th e  w ork  of G andalf, it is not. A s G an d alf h im se lf realizes, som eth ing  h ig h e r is 
invo lved  in  th e  w o rk in g  o u t of events. G an d a lf is n o t a G od, b u t is the 
in s tru m e n t of G od. S aru m an  is th e  in s tru m en t of G od  w ho  fails th e  test, an d  
tran sfo rm s h im se lf in s tead  in to  an  in s tru m en t of evil. T he "ch ief fo rm ” of 
tem p ta tio n  for be ings like S arum an  a n d  G andalf, accord ing  to Tolkien, m u s t be 
im patience:
leading to the desire to force others to do their own good ends, and so 
inevitably at last to mere desire to make their own wills effective by any 
means. To this evil Saruman succumbed. Gandalf did not. (Letters 237)
W e m a y  h av e  com e a long  w ay  from  th e  n a rro w  topic of rhe to ric  a t th is 
po in t. B ut these  im plica tions are  all suggested  b y  th e  m an n e r in  w h ich  the  tw o  
characters speak. G andalf, w ith  the  p o w er of ce rta in ty  a n d  of tru th  b e h in d  h is 
w ords, m a y  speak  w ith  au th o rity  in  a sty le th a t in sp ires  a n d  m oves m en  to 
v ir tu o u s  action. Sarum an , w hose  m otives h ave  com e to  in c lude  g reed  an d  pow er, 
in ten d s  b y  con trast to conceal th e  tru th  th ro u g h  h is  w o rd s, w h ich  in  h is  case 
becom e a w eb  of deceit g lossed  over b y  the app ea ran ce  of tru th . In  ou r exam ple, 
T heoden  does in d eed  see th ro u g h  S aru m an 's  lies, an d  one of th e  fascinating  
aspects of S a ru m an 's  exchange w ith  T heoden  is th a t G an d alf n ev er says a w ord . 
H e  does n o t a ttem p t to  arg u e  w ith  Sarum an , o r feed  T heoden  a ru n n in g  
com m en tary  to  d issu ad e  h im  from  accepting  S a ru m an 's  w o rd s. H e  h as to ld  
T heoden  the  tru th . It is u p  to  th e  K ing  w h e th e r to  s tan d  firm  b e h in d  the  revealed  
tru th , o r be led  from  the  p a th  b y  p o lish ed  w o rd s. W hen  T heoden  te lls  S arum an  
"W e w ill h ave  peace, w h en  you  an d  all y o u r w o rk s h ave  p e rish ed ” (III.10.566), it 
is G an d a lf 's  rhetoric , n o t S a ru m an 's  th a t h as  w on. W o u ld  th a t it w ere  th a t easy  to 
sp o t the  soph ists  in  rea l life.
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Th e  La t e s t  f r o m  
Th e  M y t h o p o e i c  P r e s s :
Th e  In t e r s e c t i o n  o f  Fa n t a s y  a n d  
N a t iv e  A m e r i c a : Fr o m  H.P. Lo v e c r a f t  
t o  Le sl ie  M a r m o n  S il k o
Ed it e d  b y  A m y  H. St u r g is  
a n d  Da v i d  D. Ob e r h e l m a n
A  n u m b e r of co n tem p o ra ry  N ative  A m erican  
au th o rs  inco rpo ra te  e lem en ts of fan tasy  in to  the ir 
fiction, w h ile  several n o n -N ativ e  fan tasy  au th o rs  u tilize  e lem en ts of N ative  
A m erica in  th e ir sto ry telling . N evertheless, few  experts on  fan tasy  consider 
A m erican  In d ian  w orks, an d  few  experts on  N ative  A m erican  s tud ies  explore  the 
fan tastic  in  lite ra tu re . N o w  an  in ternational, m u lti-e thn ic , an d  cross-d iscip linary  
g ro u p  of scho lars inves tiga tes th e  m ean in g fu l w ays in  w h ich  fan tasy  a n d  N ative  
A m erica in tersec t, exam in ing  classics b y  A m erican  In d ian  au tho rs  such  as L ouise 
E rdrich , G era ld  V izenor, an d  Leslie M arm on  Silko, as w ell as n o n -N ative  
fan tasis ts  such  as H .P. L ovecraft, J.R.R. Tolkien, an d  J.K. R ow ling. T h u s these 
essay ists p ioneer n ew  w ays of th in k in g  ab o u t fan tasy  texts by  N ative  a n d  no n ­
N ative  au thors, a n d  challenge o ther academ ics, w riters, an d  read e rs  to  do  the 
sam e.
Praise for The In tersec tio n  o f  F a n ta sy  an d  N a tiv e  Am erica:
The essays in Sturgis and Oberhelman's The Intersection of Fantasy and Native 
America open our eyes to the kinship between families of literature hitherto seen as 
separate-fan tasy  and Native American fiction-show ing their interconnections in  subject 
matter, in  techniques of dream and trance and magical realism and post-modern meta­
narrative, and most importantly, in their ability to penetrate appearances in  search of 
underlying truths. The result is that we see each in  light of the other and both as parts of 
the larger, so-called "mainstream," and as essential to our understanding of literature, its 
writers and readers, in  the 21st century. —Verlyn Flieger, Professor of English, University 
of M aryland at College Park, Author of Interrupted Music, A  Question o f Time, and 
Splintered Light
With excellent and accessible scholarship, this book opens wide the door of Native 
American mythology and fantasy by connecting it w ith the fantasy many of us already 
know and love. —Travis Prinzi, Author of Harry Potter and Imagination and editor of 
Hog's Head Conversations
